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The classification of diseases was also thoroughly unscientific and
defective, but with all their faults the Bills give a remarkable picture of
the fluctuations in the London death-rate and of variations in the causes
of death, which though inaccurate, is yet broadly true and is borne out
by other evidence. William Heberden the younger, a London doctor of
great experience, wrote in 1808:
The Bills of Mortality have often been objected to as erroneous and imperfect
... and unworthy of credit. This charge is not without foundation, though
by no means to be admitted to its full extent. For what they want in accuracy
is in a great measure supplied by their magnitude, the large scale upon which
they are constructed making their smaller errors inconsiderable.... But the
.surest testimony to their credibility is afforded by the Bills themselves, whose
agreement with each other is quite inexplicable upon any other supposition
than that of their being drawn from the uniformity of nature and truth.1
In the middle of the century there was one fact, which stood'out with
terrible clearness - making all allowances for defects in the Bills - that
the deaths in London greatly exceeded the births, and that this excess
represented a drain on the nation. For the greater part of the eighteenth
century London is dominated by a sense of the 'waste of life* recorded
in the Bills. 'London has grown, and continues still to grow, out of
compass, at the expense of, and to the sensible diminution of the other
towns and boroughs, at the expense in short of the class of labourers.'2
And again: 'London will not feel any* want of recruits till there are no
people in the country.*3 This was the 'great wen* theory which had
existed since the time of Elizabeth.
The waste of life was at its worst between 1720 and 1750; after 1760
it became clear that the burials were decreasing. This lent support to a
new theory - that the population of London, like that of the country as
a whole, was declining. The theory depended on the hypothesis that
die country was being depopulated by die growth of luxury. This was
necessary to reconcile the supposed decline of population with the
rapidly growing trade returns, die increasing consumption of food and
fuel, the building and road-making which was going on. Dr Price was
die leader of the pessimists — of the depopulation-cum-luxury
school which represented England as a place 'wherewealth accumulates
and men decay*. The growth of London in bricks and mortar was
obvious, but this is how Price explained it in 1779:

